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(54) Self-service checkout system. 



A self-service checkout system provides com- 
munication between a store employee (30) and 
customers (24) at a plurality of self-service 
checkout counters (11). Each checkout counter 
(12) includes a terminal (17), a bar code scanner 
(18), and a communication device (22). The 
communication device (22) includes a monitor, 
a speaker microphone for enabling a customer 
(24) to listen and speak to the store employee 
(30), a camera for allowing the store employee 
(30) to watch the customer (24), and a card 
reader for accepting payment. The system also 
includes a help and security desk (14) manned 
by the store employee (30) which includes a 
terminal (27), a monitor for viewing a customer 
(24), a speaker microphone for enabling the 
store employee (30) to listen and speak to a 
customer (24), and a controller which allows the 
store employee to select one of the customers 
(24) to view. The store employee (30) may view 
item descriptions and prices displayed on the 
monitors at the checkout counters (12). 
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The present invention relates to checkout sys- 
tems and more specifically to a self-service checkout 
system. 

Labour is a major cost in most point-of-sale envir- 
onments, such as retail and grocery establishments. 5 
In fact, labour costs may account for as much as 
eighty percent of the cost of completing a sale. On the 
other hand, equipment costs may reach only about 
five percent of the cost of completing a sale. 

Traditionally, checkout systems have included is- 10 
lands for servicing one lane and one customer per is- 
land at a time. These systems have been limited to 
full-service operation, which requires that each island 
be manned by at least a point-of-sale operator or 
checkout clerk. The operator scans, weighs, and bags 15 
items, and accepts payment. Such systems have the 
disadvantage that they are costly to operate. 

It is an object of the present invention to provide 
a self-service checkout system which saves labour 
costs. 20 

According to the invention there is provided a 
checkout system characterized by a plurality of self- 
service checkout counters, each including a terminal, 
scanner means coupled to said terminal for scanning 
merchandise items, and a card reader coupled to said 25 
terminal for reading customer payment cards; a sta- 
tion separate from said self-service checkout coun- 
ters and arranged to be manned by a store employee; 
and a communication system for monitoring self- 
service customers by the store employee and for ena- 30 
bling communication between the self-service cus- 
tomers and the store employee. 

One embodiment of the invention will now be de- 
scribed by way of example with reference to the ac- 
companying drawings, in which:- 35 
Fig. 1 is a plan view of a checkout system in ac- 
cordance with the present invention; and 
Fig. 2 is a block diagram of a communication sys- 
tem linking each checkout counter to a manned 
help and security desk. 40 
Referring now to Figs. 1 and 2, the system 10 of 
the present invention includes self-service checkout 
counters 12, and a station, separate from the self- 
checkout counters 12, which is arranged to be man- 
ned by a store employee 30 and which is formed by 45 
a help and security desk 14. The self-checkout coun- 
ters 12 each include a conveyor belt 16, a terminal 17, 
a bar-code scanner and scale device 18, a bag area 
20, and a communication device 22. The scanner and 
scale devices 18 and the communication devices 22 so 
are coupled to the terminals 1 7. 

The help and security desk 14 includes a terminal 
27 and a communication device 28. The communica- 
tion device 28 is coupled to the terminal 27, and is 
similar to the communication devices 22. 55 

Customers 24 pass through checkout lanes 26. 
They unload their items onto the conveyor belts 16. 
They scan items and weigh produce using the scan- 



ner and scale devices 1 8. Scanned items are process- 
ed by the terminals 17. After paying for their items, 
customers 24 exit the retail establishment. 

A store employee 30 sits at the help and security 
desk 14 and communicates with customers 24 
through the communication device 28. For those cus- 
tomers paying with cash, the store employee 30 ac- 
cepts payment. 

With reference to Fig. 2, the communication de- 
vices 22 and 28 are part of a communication system 
34. The communication devices 22 each include a 
speaker microphone 38, a card reader 40, a camera 
42, and a monitor 44. The communication device 28 
includes a monitor 46, a speaker microphone 48, an 
optional camera 50, and a controller 52. The compo- 
nents of each of the communication devices 22 and 
28 are shown in single housings 60 and 62. 

Each of the communication devices 22 is coupled 
to the communication device 28 to provide audio and 
video communication between each of the checkout 
counters 12 and the help and security desk 14. The 
audio and video connections may be made through 
an ordinary audio-visual intercom link 54 or through 
a multimedia link 56 through a server 36. The speaker 
microphones 38 and 48 allow customers 24 to com- 
municate with the store employee 30 in order to obtain 
assistance. The cameras 42 serve as security devic- 
es in that they allow the store employee 30 to watch 
customers 24 while they are scanning items and as 
they are putting items in bags. The optional camera 
50 allows customers 24 to see the store employee 30 
during a conversation. Preferably, the cameras 42 
and 50 are wide angle video cameras. To accomplish 
a wide viewing area, the cameras 42 may be panned 
or a plurality of mirrors 64 may be employed to direct 
light from each viewing location to the cameras 42. 

The monitors 44 and card readers 40 are coupled 
to the server 36 through the terminals 1 7. The monitor 
46 is coupled to the server 36 through the terminal 27. 
The monitors 44 display description and price infor- 
mation for each scanned item. Using the monitor 46, 
the store employee 30 may view the same price and 
description information displayed on any one of the 
monitors 44. The monitors 44 and 46 are also coupled 
to video information from the cameras 42 and 50. The 
card readers 40 allow customers 24 to use a SMART 
card, credit card, or debit card to pay for the scanned 
merchandise items. 

A controller 52 allows the store employee 30 to 
select any one of customers 24 to view on the monitor 
46 using the camera 42. If the system 10 is an inte- 
grated computerized multimedia system, the control- 
ler 52 may be the terminal 27. The store employee 30 
may view item descriptions and prices from any of the 
terminals 17 through the server 36. 

The checkout counters 12 are arranged side-by- 
side in a row with the help and security desk 14 locat- 
ed at one end of the row adjacent an exit from the re- 
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tail establishment. The store employee 30 can receive 
payment at the help and security desk 14 if a custom- 
er 24 wishes to pay by cash instead of by card. 

It should be understood that the checkout system 
described above with reference to the accompanying 
drawings has the advantage that labour costs are sig- 
nificantly reduced, while the help and security desk 
14 provides adequate help to the self-service custom- 
ers 24 and provides adequate security and deter- 
rence against theft 



Claims 

1 . A checkout system characterized by a plurality of 
self-service checkout counters (12), each includ- 
ing a terminal (17), scanner means (18) coupled 
to said terminal for scanning merchandise items, 
and a card reader (40) coupled to said terminal for 
reading customer payment cards; a station (14) 
separate from said self-service checkout coun- 
ters (12) and arranged to be manned by a store 
employee; and a communication system (34) for 
monitoring self-service customers by the store 
employee and for enabling communication be- 
tween the self-service customers and the store 
employee. 

2. A checkout system according to claim 1 , charac- 
terized in that said self-service checkout coun- 
ters (12) are arranged side-by-side in a row and 
said station (14) is located atone end of said row 
adjacent an exit. 



era (42) at that counter, and a second housing 
(62) at said station (14) and containing said fur- 
ther speaker microphone (48) and said monitor 
(46). 

5 

6. A checkout system according to any one of the 
preceding claims, characterized in that each of 
said checkout counters (12) includes a monitor 
(44) coupled to the terminal (17) of the counter 

10 and arranged to display item descriptions and 

prices after the items are scanned by said scan- 
ner means (18) of the counter. 

7. A checkout system according to claim 6, charac- 
15 terized in that said commun ication system (34) in- 
cludes a camera (50) at said station (14) whereby 
the monitors (44) at said checkout counters (12) 
allow the customers to view the store employee. 

20 8. A checkout system according to claims 3 and 6, 
characterized in that said station (14) includes a 
terminal (27), and in that there is provided a ser- 
ver (36) coupled to the terminal at said station 
and to the terminals at said checkout counters 

25 (12), whereby the monitor (46) at said station is 

enabled to display the same item descriptions 
and prices as the monitor (44) at a selected one 
of said checkout counters. 

30 9. A checkout system according to any one of the 
preceding claims, characterized in that said scan- 
ning means (18) incorporates a barcode reader. 



3. A checkout system according to either claim 1 or 35 
claim 2, characterized in that said communication 
system (34) includes a first speaker microphone 
(38) at each of said checkout counters (12) for 
enabling a customer to listen and speak to the 
store employee, a camera (42) at each checkout 40 
counter, a further speaker microphone (48) locat- 
ed at said station (14) for enabling the store em- 
ployee to listen and to speak to a customer, and 
a monitor (46) located at said station and coupled 
to each of the cameras (42) at said checkout 45 
counters (12) to enable the store employee to 
view the customers. 



4. A checkout system according to claim 3, charac- 
terized by a controller (52) arranged to couple the so 
camera (42) at a selected one of said checkout 
counters (12) to said monitor (46). 



5. A checkout system according to either claim 3 or 

claim 4, characterized in that said communication 55 
system (34) includes a first housing (60) at each 
of said checkout counters (12) and containing 
said first speaker microphone (38) and said cam- 
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